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Chairwoman Ballweg, Vice-Chair Doyle, and members of the Task Force, thank you for inviting me to
speak today about the crisis of suicide. I will be speaking with you as a physician who has expenenced the
impact of suicide in my medical practice, in my professional life, and my personal life. I will share with you
the disproportionate impact of suicide in our physicians, and secondarily, our health care system; specific
manners in which the Wisconsin Medical Society is addressing the issues of physician suicide, physician
wellness, and physician burnout; and the opportunities where your leadership will make a difference, such
as establishing a Physician Health Program.

Let me start with my conclusion:
“Our healers need healing, and you can help.” Why do I say that?

The suicide rate of physicians is twice that of the general population. The suicide rate of physicians is the
highest of any profession. Suicide is the second leading cause of death of medical residents (physicians in
training). Which means, nationally, one physician commits suicide every day. To put that in perspective, it
means that every graduate of the two medical schools in Wisconsin are simply replacing physicians who
complete suicide each year in this country. It also means that approximately 1 million patients visits are lost
each year due to physician suicide. In respect to our projected significant statewide, and national, physician
workforce shortage, those are ominous numbers.

There are many factors associated with the significantly increased rate of physician suicide. I will discuss a
few of them.

Lethality: Physiciang have the knowledge and means to complete suicide at a higher rate than the
general population. Thus, your focus on suicide prevention is even more pertinent to physician
suicide.

Stigma: Approximately 40% of physicians are reluctant to seek formal medical care of a mental
health problem because of concern it may put their medical license in jeopardy. Only 1/3 of states
have questions on the initial and renewal medical license application forms that were congruent
with the American Disabilities Act of 1990. Wisconsin is one of those congruent states — thank you
for your leadership.

Burnout: Basically, moral distress for our physicians. Qur physicians are generally altruistic,
driven individuals, who seck perfection in providing health care. We then make them complete
menial electronic health record tasks; complete prior authorizations for care that they think is best,
and then have that care plan denied by someone who has not seen the patient; and ask them to
complete these tasks during nonpatient care hours, which creates work/life balance

challenges. This creates moral distress, which the Wisconsin Medical Society is specifically
addressing.
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